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​Prologue
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Kyle McLachlan could see a line of men leaning over the boards. They bent their heads toward each other. He could hear the dull murmur of their voices as he approached.

He took a deep breath of the atmosphere of the arena. It smelled like hockey. The ice was empty. The surface was still shiny from the tractor having scraped and flooded it. 

He couldn't wait to get on his skates and carve up the fresh ice. Especially after a summer like the one he'd had.

Kyle stood beside his team mates. Kip Turner looked at him first. "Hey Kyle."

"Hey, guys." He looked out on the ice. "Glad to be back?"

"You betcha," Porter said. "The ladies love me more when I'm playing. Making the big hits."

Kyle rolled his eyes. Kip looked at him. "Are you?"

"More or less."

"A little with the less, I think." Porter slapped him on the back. "I bet Kyle is missing his lady."

"I didn't think the relationship would last past the summer," Kip said. "Not from what you said."

"Plans change. I proposed a few weeks ago. And once I survived her brothers, let's say all is well."

"Is she moving here then?"

"No. She's a teacher and she has a year contract in Bow Island."

"Sounds like a crappy year," Doug Black said. "Being apart."

"If I can survive her brothers' and a pregnancy scare, we'll be fine."

"Kip is wishing he only had a scare," Porter smirked.

"Your wife is?"

"Yep, she's pregnant. Due in March." Kip elbowed Porter in the side. "Asshole. You know I'm excited."

"Congratulations, man."

"It hasn't sunk in yet. That's why he's excited. A few months from now, he'll be scared shitless."

"Shut up. You wanna see shitless? Just wait til the fucking season starts and we play Vancouver. With Stiner on their defensive line, we'll see whose scared shitless."

"Maybe I'll get Scott Jones as my partner and he can protect me." Jones was one of the traded players that had come to the Flames.

Doug Black shook his head. "He seems as if he's a nice guy."

"How do you know him from a bag of nails?" Ky asked.

"I'm his landlord."

"What?"

"I have an extra room, with Sanders being traded. And Jones was looking for a place. I'm heading down to get dressed."

Since there was nothing more to say, everyone else followed.
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Chapter 1
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Corey Porter pulled his tie from around his neck and threw it. It sailed a foot and landed in a striped pile. No satisfying thud. 

Nothing like punching a wall or slamming a door. Breaking something. Hitting someone. 

He avoided displays of anger like that, even in private, even when his anger controlled him. The only time he allowed himself to give in was on the ice when he could slam his body into another player or punch him right in the face. 

He played defence for the Flames because he liked to hit other players. He excelled at hitting other players. And when require, he would call another player out and have a good old-fashioned fist fight.

He couldn't at Mandy. She was only trying to help him. He wished she was here to tie his fucking tie. Fuck it, there was no point in putting on a tie. Mandy mentioned him wearing a tie, she gave him one of Kip's. 

He resisted looking at himself in the mirror one last time. He wasn't a chick. Woman.

Mandy. This was all her fault. She had railroaded him into this blind date.

He looked in the mirror an adjusted his collar. Not wearing a tie was no reason to look like a slob who didn't have a mirror. 

A date.

He didn't date. Not since- bah. He didn't date. What kind of date was it, anyway? He was meeting her at the restaurant. Meeting her. When did it become acceptable to not pick up your date? Okay, it had been a few years since he'd dated.

One-night stands. He was good at those. If there had been a league, he'd be pro. He'd have to settle for being a professional hockey player. One profession was probably enough.

He parked in front of the restaurant and went inside. "Table for Porter," he told the hostess. Mandy had reserved the table under his name. She'd taken care of the details. All he had to do was "show up."

His 'date' was already at the table. He looked at his cell phone. Was he late? Nope, he was a few minutes early. She stood when he arrived and offered her hand. He shook it, knowing he must have a confused look on his face. "Hello," she said, "Gina Rowe."

Duh. "Corey," he said, feeling a step behind. He'd wanted to get there first and order the wine. 

"Sorry, I'm habitually early. Too many years as a teacher."

She didn't look that old. "I'm glad I'm not late. I wanted to get here before you and impress you with my wine ordering skills." 

"You can still do that. I wouldn't know a pinot from another kind of wine."

"The key is to order with what you plan to eat. White meat with white. Red wine with red meat."

"And if you are vegetarian?"

His eyes widened with horror. Didn't eat meat? God...

She laughed and leaned forward. Put her hand on his arm. "I'm teasing."

He patted her hand then withdrew. Good grief. "Mandy didn't tell me you had sense of humour." Mandy hadn't told him much of anything. And he didn't ask. Okay, now he was a jerk. How did you go on a date and not ask about your dining partner? At least find a mutual interest.

"She told me about yours."

"Tell me more about yourself. I know you are a teacher with Mandy."

"Fifth grade. When I'm not doing teacher related things, I am busy with my collection."

Corey caught his eyes before they rolled back in his head. He could have waited a lifetime to discover what she collected. But asked, before they had even opened their menus, "What do you collect?"

The world slowed around him as she answered. "Porcelain dolls."

The rest of the date was nothing short of excruciating. Her other hobbies were playing those little games on Facebook that everyone was obsessed with and formal tea parties. She didn't like any sports. 

She was five years away from being in a house filled with perpetually breeding cats. 

After they had eaten and before dessert was offered, he begged off. "I got a call before I left the house that practice is extra early tomorrow morning. So I have to get going. Thank you for the lovely evening."

He got the check, paid and left. Her number was in his pocket because he couldn't refuse. He'd get Mandy to break it to her. Somehow, despite everything, including his horror, Gina Rowe thought the date went well.

She was probably desperate to get laid. That might reduce some of his tension. He thought about heading for his favourite bar. 

He had practice early in the morning. With a groan, he started the engine and did the adult thing and drove to his empty apartment. Mandy was rubbing off on him and he couldn’t even complain about it. After a drink at his kitchen counter, he dialed her number. She didn't answer, so he left a message with the horror that was the date.

* * *
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Kip's heart thudded against his ribs. He tried to dry his palms on his shorts. He took a shaky breath and looked at Corey on the bench beside him. How the hell could anyone be calm? "She's pregnant. There's a life growing inside her. Someone I will have to parent."

"You parent Colton. It's not a big deal." 

"Colton is grown. He can wash himself and go to the bathroom and get food from the fridge if he's hungry. This is a baby. A helpless baby. My baby. Our baby. It will rely on me for stuff. And that's after nine months of pregnancy and labour. I don't even know how to deal with that." Kip hung his head between his knees and tried to breathe slowly. 

"I told you you'd be freaking out. Our first day back I said it."

"I'm glad you were right. Does it feel good?"

"Fuck man. Mandy's been through this before, she'll be fine. She can tell you what she needs from you. Have you even told her you're freaking out?" Corey pulled a hockey sock over his shin guard.

"No. I don't want to freak her out." Kip sat up and put his hand over his heart, hoping to slow it.

"I'll tell her tomorrow at the barbecue."

Kip nearly jumped out of his skin. "No. You can't tell her. She'll think I'm a bad husband for not confiding in her."

"You are."

"You are supposed to back me up here."

Corey shook his head. "No way. I'm way more partial to Mandy. And afraid if she found out." He grinned at Kip.

Kip tried to scowl. "As am I." Kip sighed. "I'll talk to her tonight."

"Good." Corey tied his skate lace.

"As if she doesn't have enough on her mind, she's throwing a barbecue. She wants to know if she should invite Gina." Kip grinned.

"Porcelain dolls, man."

"Mandy says she's sorry. She didn't know Gina that well."

"She can thank me by not setting me up with anyone else."

"I'll try, but she's on a mission man."

"Tell her I'm staying away from women. It's a good plan. I won't bring anyone home. Not even to my hotel room. Remember that chick in June who decided she was in love with me."

Kip laughed again. "The day we went to get Mandy back. Again. I'd rather forget that day."

"Me too."

"No women to your hotel. What will you do with your spare time?"

"My Fridays will be dull. And Saturdays." Corey held his head in his hands, as if he was distressed.

"Hotel bills bigger from the porn rentals."

"Thank you for the support." Corey lifted his head. And he looked different.

Kip drew back. He should support Corey's plan. It was healthier. It was safer. And it might get Corey on the path he kept saying he wanted to be on: a stable relationship. Maybe Corey was ready for a change.

He'd known Corey for over a year now. They started off as acquaintances rather than friends.  Kip struggled to find his place in the dressing room his first season with the team. But when Mandy returned to his life, everything fell into place. Corey had taken a liking to Mandy and her son, Colton. So Kip and Corey also became close friends. Or maybe it all happened at the same time. And even if he or Corey were traded, they would remain friends.

In the time he'd been friends with Corey, the other man was elusive about anything before he turned pro. The few direct questions Kip asked were deflected by Corey. Mandy got the same thing, despite Corey probably being closer to her than anyone. Actually, when Kip asked around a little, even to players who knew Corey outside Calgary, no one knew anything. Any questions were deflected and any pushing was met with hostility, that no one thought possible from the never serious defensive player.

What remained was that Corey had a past he didn't want to talk about. Kip, at Mandy's insistence, came to respect that desire.

Coach Pitt came into the dressing room, shouting and clapping his hands. 

Kip snapped to attention. The new season was starting. He was ready for it.

* * *
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Nicole Wilkes stopped in mid-sentence because the world tilted. She didn't think modern gods existed, but one walked by her. She stared at him as he spoke to Mandy Turner. Her jaw dropped when he hugged her new friend. 

She shook her head and looked back at her son. She was telling him something when the most beautiful man alive walked past. She took a half-second to figure out what that something was.

"Mom, can I go play with Colton now?" Tanner asked.

"What? Oh, yes, but no running in the house. Go to the back-yard for that, but be careful of the barbecue."

Tanner groaned. "Yes, Mama."

She watched the modern god walk past her again. She turned her head to look at his ass. Even if she wasn't dating, she could look. Her heart skipped a beat. It should be illegal to walk around like that.

Mandy pressed a napkin into her hand. Nicole raised her brows. "It's for the drool. I warned you the men here would tempt your no dating plan."

"I watch the games. I see them on screen. But I swear my heart stopped for a minute."

"Don't get too close to that one. He's a fuck and run. I'm trying to convert him, but it's a slow process."

"What's his name?" Nicole followed him with her eyes.

Mandy smiled knowingly. Nicole was never good at staying away from temptation. But she wasn’t going to let Mandy know that. 

She whipped her eyes away from the ass that could damage her heart. She grappled for a way to salvage the situation. "So I know who I'm staying away from. Then I'll avoid the screen when he's on." Also, it was good to know who you fantasized about.

"Corey Porter. I can't believe you haven't run into him before. He is here a lot. We love the guy, especially Colt. But he's a case. It's too bad neither of you are the dating type."

"The separation is still too fresh." It had been seven months since her husband gave her the news: men were assholes.

"That hasn't stopped your ex."

Not being married didn't stop her ex from dating. "I have more respect for the kids. And myself."

"If it works for you."

It worked for her, except the lack of sex. 

Okay, it didn't work all that well.

Fuck and run. Might not be a bad idea when the kids were with their dad for the usual weekend visit. She shook her head. However good the sex, she had more respect for herself than to engage one-night stand.

She saw Corey talking to Mandy's husband, Kip, through the patio glass. It wouldn't be too hard to get excited about a guy like him.

Two children, two, two two, she reminded herself. She wasn't likely to inspire lust in anyone. She still had ten pounds of baby pouch around her waist. Her breasts sagged from breastfeeding. And she had a permanent sway in her back from hauling two children around though the doctor and chiropractor said she was fine.

Shit, shit, shit. She bowed her head and moved for the living room. He'd caught her staring. He was probably used to it. 

As she came around the corner, she stopped short of bumping into another modern god. This one was darker. He put his hands on her shoulders to help stop her. "Whoa there. Where's the fire?"

In her face. Nicole looked at up the man, hoping the blush would disappear. The man holding her shoulders was much younger than Kip and Corey. "Sorry, just looking for my kids." He released her.

"Boy about yay high and looks like you, with Colton?"

Definitely a hockey player. "Yep. That's one of them."

"They were heading up the stairs. A blonde girl on their tail."

"Great. Thank you."

"Anytime." He flashed one last smile. It was nice but her legs stayed solid. Not as when Corey had smiled. It hadn't even been in her direction. 

Sex wasn't her problem. It was the lack of batteries in her vibrator. She would swing by the corner store on the way home. She could solve the whole problem in one quick stop.

"Mom, she's following us," Tanner yelled from the top of the stairs. 

Or just steal them from one of the kid's toys.

"Tanner come where you can use your inside voice."

He walked down the stairs to stand in front of his mother. "Jessa is bugging us. You promised that I could play with just Colton."

"I did. And I got distracted by the running and I lost track of her. I'm sorry. I will come and get her so you can play."

Nicole sighed and headed up the stairs. 

It was so much easier when she had another person to run interference. Now all she had was a permissive weekend fun time Dad. 

And batteries. She could always look forward to them.

––––––––
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Chapter 2

Corey crossed his ankles in front of him. He opened his flashy new phone and opened a tiny hockey game that you could play on the screen with your thumbs. 

He glanced up when the bell rang signalling the end of school. "Whatcha playing?" Colton asked, sitting beside him.

"Thumb hockey. How was school?"

"Good. How come you're picking me up again?"

"Doctor's appointment."

"Oh, yeah. Can I stay and play? Tanner is asking his mom too."

"Sure. Why not?"

He put his phone in his pocket. Couldn't play while he was supervising. He hooked his elbows over the back of the bench.

A boy came running up to the park. "Hey Colton. Mom said we could play for a while."

"I wanna play too." A girl followed close behind.

A woman, their mother, stood a few feet from the bench, holding two backpacks. 

"Oh, sorry, here I'm taking up the whole bench." He pulled his arms in and slid to the side. "Sit down. I don't bite."

"Oh, yeah sure thanks." She glanced at him a few times before taking a seat.

He frowned as he realized she looked familiar. Not someone he'd hit on before. 

She knew him too. Damn it, he hated being bad with names. He'd wait and see if it came to him.

"Do I know you from somewhere?" He never was a patient person.

"Barbecue," was all he could make out from her.

Barbecue. Barbecue? Huh? Kip and Mandy's. She was there. With her kids, Tanner, was stuck like glue to Colton. The girl started with a J or K. 

She looked so familiar because she kept staring at him. He was used to that. Either because women recognized him and couldn't place him or because they knew he was a hockey player and weren't sure how to approach him. With men, it was always the latter. 

"At Kip and Mandy's. I remember now." He nudged closer to her. Not enough to make her uncomfortable. A friendly amount of closeness and space. "I have to confess, I am terrible with names. Tanner is your son, which I recall because Cole said it about two minutes ago."

"I'm Nicole."

"Corey."

"I know. I watch hockey. I think it's a law in the city that you have to watch."

"That's an idea." They shared a smile, but when she didn’t look away, his neck prickled. Was she attracted to him? He turned from her to watch the kids running around the playground. She was okay looking, not his usual type. But the bigger problem was she was a friend of Mandy’s and he wasn’t going to screw around with a friend. She looked like the relationship type, and he was not.

She said nothing and he hated to sit in silence. "Mandy had a doctor's appointment. And Kip is freaking out about the whole pregnancy thing, so they asked me to pick up Colton."

"Uncle?"

"Pardon?"

"Are you Colton's Uncle?"

"No. Just a good friend." First time in a long time, he'd had close friends. Not friends you tell everything; Corey didn't get that close to anyone. But people you spent holidays with if you didn't have family to see.

She nodded with eyes on the kids. All right, so she wasn't the talkative type. He should just shut up and keep an eye on Colton. Or he could go play. 

"Are you from Calgary?"

She looked at him. Then her eyes snapped back to the playground. "I've lived here for thirteen years, I guess, since college. I grew up in Lethbridge."

"I have a team mate from Bow Island. That's close isn't it?"

"They're like an hour apart. Maybe a little more."

She didn’t follow up with a polite ‘Where are you from?” Which relieved him of deflecting personal questions. His standard answer was that he'd crawled from under a rock. It was close enough to the truth. But she looked like the type to not let that answer slide by. She’d want to know the truth. He let the silence lapse until he couldn't stand it.

"So are you the stay at home or working mom? I know that's a dangerous question."

"I've been looking for a job. There isn't much to do with a B A in English with all the baggage of kids and no partner back up." 

He read the snarl behind the last remark. Divorce. Recent. Not her choice. Probably nasty. "He cheated on you?"

"Is it obvious?"

"Only to the trained eye." Recently divorced or cheated on women were easy to spot and easy to seduce if a guy was being lazy. He rarely went for the angry type. They liked to scratch. Literally. He liked his skin attached to his back.

She peered at him out the corner of her eye. Someone said something nasty about him at the barbecue. Now she didn't trust him. That's why she wasn't being talkative and lacked eye contact.

"Whatever they told you about me, it's exaggerated."

"Excuse me?"

"Someone at the barbecue told you I was a horrible person. I don't prey on women and I don't sleep around." A lot. Anymore. "I like women. And I cannot help being more charming that most men.”

"Who do you think told me these things about you?"

"Doug. He's jealous of me. Or maybe Scott because a few weeks back a woman we were both flirting with chose me."

"Boy, maybe I should stay away from you."

And he knew. "Mandy said something like, 'He's nice, but he likes one-night stands. I'm trying to find him a good woman, but not women I would be friends with.' She set me up with a dull doll lady."
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